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The Services Homeless Single Adults Use and their Associated Costs:   
Executive Summary 

 
Background 

 
This executive summary provides a synopsis of a report the Chief Executive Office’s Research and Evaluation 
Services unit (CEO/RES) has prepared on the costs associated with services homeless single adults used 
through six County agencies in Fiscal Year (FY) 2014-15. The analysis informing RES’s cost estimates was 
conducted at the direction of the CEO’s ad hoc Homeless Initiative, which is tasked with developing a 
coordinated set of recommended County strategies to combat homelessness.  RES’s report is based on a 
study population of almost 150,000 single adults who experienced homelessness for varying periods of time 
during the 12-month observation period.  The findings offer an overview of the fiscal significance of 
homelessness for the County in general, as well as from the point of view of the individual County agencies 
most intensively involved with the provision of services to homeless men and women. In doing so, the 
analyses establish a basis in empirical data for the recommended strategies the Homeless Initiative will 
deliver to the Board of Supervisors. 
 
Overall Utilization and its Costs 
 
The development of a strategic approach to 
homelessness for Los Angeles County reflects the 
Board’s recognition of the problem’s urgency both 
as a growing humanitarian crisis and as an ongoing 
strain on limited public resources.  With respect to 
the latter, RES’s report is consistent with a 
mounting body of research showing the stark fiscal 
implications homelessness presents for public 
administrators and the agencies and programs 
they manage. The report examines Los Angeles 
County’s departments of Health Services (DHS), 
Mental Health (DMH), Public Health (DPH), Public 
Social Services (DPSS), the Sheriff, and Probation, 
six agencies that in FY 2014-15 spent an estimated 
combined total of $965 million in providing 
services, benefits and care to the population of 
homeless single adults that forms the basis for 
RES’s analyses (Figure 1).  

 
Utilization and Spending by  
General Service Area 
 
As shown in Figure 2, three-fifths of the County’s 
estimated spending on the study population in FY 
2014-15 paid for health-related services provided 
through the County’s three health agencies 
($579.1 Million).  DMH accounted for more than 
half of this health expenditure ($291.7 Million),      
and     DMH   and       DHS     combined     accounted 
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Figure1. Expenditures on Homeless Single Adults, 
by County Agency, FY 2014-15* 
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for all but roughly 5%. DPSS incurred the largest costs of any of the six agencies ($293.7 million) in providing 
cash benefits and homeless services through the General Relief (GR) Program, as well as Food Stamps 
benefits through the Calfresh program.  Law enforcement spending on Sheriff’s Department arrests and jail 
days, along with rehabilitative services provided through Probation, accounted for 9.5% of the total 
combined expenditure.  
 
Net County Costs 
 
Given the expansion of Medi-Cal at the State level 
on January 1 of 2014, there may be some 
temptation to take comfort in the relative 
prominence of health-related expenditures 
observed in these costs and the presumed revenue 
this might suggest. However, while it is true that 
health expenditures comprise 60% of the costs 
shown in Figure 2, RES’s report estimates that 
roughly one-third of the spending across five of the 
six agencies examined – $228.6 million out of $710 
million – was Net County Cost (NCC), which refers 
to spending that is not based on revenue and 
therefore represents charges to the County’s 
General Fund.1  Largely due to payment of GR 
benefits,    which         are         entirely     NCC,   DPSS 
incurred the most NCC among the agencies considered ($176.4 million). The $37 million in NCC attached to 
Sheriff’s Department arrests and jail stays comprises 16.2% of the total, and when these dollars are combined 
with Probation’s NCC for the fiscal year ($4.4 million), law enforcement accounts for close to 18% of the total 
NCC.  The two health agencies included in the calculations – DMH and DPH – account for the remaining $10.8 
million, 5% of the total NCC for the fiscal year. 

 
 Study Population 

 
These cost estimates are based on a study 
population comprised of 148,815 single adults 
who each experienced at least one spell of 
homelessness between July 2014 and June 
2015 (Table 1). The study group was 
assembled in a collaborative effort involving 
three County agencies – DHS, DPSS and 
Probation – each of which, upon request, 
provided  files  of   single-adult    clients    who     
were   flagged   for being homeless in a 
service record during FY 2014-15. 

 
 

                                            
1
DHS’s FY 2014-15 costs and NCC are not included in this calculation for reasons described in section 2.2.1 of the full-

length report. 
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Figure 3. Net County Cost+ Expenditures on 
Homeless Single Adults, by Agency, FY 2014-15* 

 
+Estimated Combined NCC: $228.6 Million* 

*The Percentages given are of this Combined Total NCC 

Probation:  
$4.4 Million, 1.9% 

DPH: $2.5 Million, 1.1% 

Table 1. Homeless Single Adult Master File Data Sources 
Agency Data Source Clients to Study Group+ 
DPSS LEADER / GR 114,037 
LAHSA HMIS 34,640 
DHS   EDR/ORCHID 47,431 
Probation   Probation Systems 2,795 
+ These are counts of unique clients by agency 
*The homeless DHS, Probation and DCFS clients added to the master 
file were encrypted and transferred using ELP protocols but were 
obtained through special requests because the homeless data flags in 
the administrative records kept by these agencies are not captured in 
ELP. 

 
 

Sheriff $37 Million 16.2% 
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The Los Angeles Homeless Services Authority also contributed a file of single adults with at least one record in the 
Homeless Management Information System (HMIS) of homeless services utilization during the 12-month 
observation period (Table 1).  Clients in the files from the four agencies were assimilated into a composite file and 
then unduplicated, a process yielding the master study population of 148,815 single adults. 
 
 
Data on Service Utilization and Service Costs 
 
The estimates presented in RES’s report consider three different types of services and costs: 
 
Direct Services and Benefits are those that 
can be directly attributed to individual 
utilizers of services such as costs associated 
with inpatient and outpatient health 
services, booking and jail day costs, and 
benefit payments to GR recipients.  Records 
of the direct services costs included in the 
analyses are available to RES through the 
Enterprise Linkages Project (ELP) data 
warehouse and other data sources across 
the six County agencies considered in the 
analyses.  Table 2 shows RES’s direct service 
cost estimates for services provided to the 
study population in FY 2014-15, by agency. 

 
 
Non-Individualized Program Costs are 
expenditures attached to programs for which 
utilization of services at an individual level is 
either not recorded, not reliable, or was not 
available at the time this report was being 
prepared.  Examples include the costs 
attributed to providing patients with 
supportive housing through DHS’s Housing for 
Health Program and the cost of services 
provided through the Sheriff’s Community 
Transition Unit   (CTU).  For   these   types    of    
A total expenditure amount for FY 2014-15 was obtained and, to the extent possible, counts of the numbers of 
clients and numbers of homeless clients using services through these programs during the fiscal year were used 
to produce an estimate of the portion of the program costs attributable to homeless single adults.  Table 3 
shows the non-individualized expenditures added to RES’s cost estimates, by agency. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Table 2. Study Population Share of Direct Services Costs 
 

Agency 
 

Clients 
 

Services 
Costs 

NCC Total 
DMH 39,073 1,044,874 $6,161,044 $252,245,388 
*DHS 47,431 113,189 + $246,647,125 
DPH 6,939 10,276 $0 $22,120,417 

DPSS 114,037 688,766 $176,443,752 $241,060,006 
Sheriff 14,754 19,433 $32,824,849 $74,133,443 

*Probation 2,795 21,726 $4,409,780 $12,098,348 
Total 148,815 1,898,264 $219,839,425 $848,304,728 

+Section 2.2.1 provides an explanation for why DHS’s NCC is excluded from 
this report. 
+These expenditures include administrative costs. 

 

 

Table 3. Additional Homeless Program Costs 
 

Agency 
 

Total 
NCC  

$ % 
DHS $8,616,167 + + 

DMH $18,495,731 $1,135,000 6.1 
DPH $8,363,528 $2,514,024 30.0 

DPSS $21,771,000 $8,186,000 37.6 
Sheriff $ 2,562,841 $720,967 28.1 

Total $59,809,267 $12,555,991 21.0 
+Section 2.2.1 of the full report provides an explanation for why DHS’s 

NCC is excluded from this report. 
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Administration: The third type of cost 
included in RES’s estimates is 
administrative costs. All County 
agencies have stand-alone 
administrative appropriations in their 
annual budgets.  These types of 
expenditures are an often overlooked 
but nevertheless critical component   of   
the   overall   costs   County agencies 
incur in providing services to their 
clients.  The methods used to include 
these costs in RES’s estimates varied 
depending on the type of information 
that was readily available.2  Table 4 
shows the administrative costs added 
to RES cost estimates, by agency.  

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
Table 5 summarizes the full cost estimates presented in the report.  The six agencies examined spent an 
estimated combined total of $964.5 million in providing services to the study population in FY 2014-15. The 
average cost per person over 12 months was $6,481. DPSS spent the most in terms of Net County Cost 
($176.4 million), almost five times more than the Sheriff (roughly $37 million).  This is largely driven by GR, 
which is almost entirely NCC, as well as the high proportion of study population subjects who are GR 
recipients.  

 

                                            
2For DHS and Probation, administrative costs are included in other service costs that are part of our estimates and, as 
a result of this, no additional calculation or extrapolation is needed. In the case of DPSS, FY 2014-15 administrative 
costs for GR and Calfresh were made available and RES performed some extrapolations to estimate the portion of 
these costs attributable to adults in the study population who utilized these benefits. For DMH, DPH and the Sheriff, 
administrative costs were not available to RES directly, which necessitated extrapolations based on information 
provided in the County’s FY 2014-15 Recommended Budget.   

83.4% 

10.7% 

5.9% 

Table 4.  Study Group Administrative Cost Estimates 
 

Agency 
 

Total 
NCC 

$ % 
DHS $50,797,395 + + 

DMH $20,961,592 $962,137 4.6 
DPH $1,659,031 $0 0 

DPSS $30,884,710 $16,040,466                 51.9 
Sheriff $2,914,459 $2,701,703                    92.7 

*Probation $1,863,146 $1,620,937  
Total $109,080,333 $21,325,243 19.6 

+Section 2.2.1 of the full report provides an explanation for why 
DHS’s NCC is excluded from this report. 
*The estimated administrative costs for Probation, as well as the 
NCC attached to these costs replicate the proportions shown in 
the County’s Recommended FY 2014-15 Budget, where 
administrative costs are 15.4% of the department’s gross 
appropriation for the year and are 87% NCC. 

 

Figure 4.  Distribution of Study Population Costs 
by Cost Type, FY 2014-155 
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